CHAPTER     NINE
KHAKI   LEPER
As THE ponderous war-machine creaks into action, much energy is expended on what Kipling might call "sugaring about." Indeed, there is infinitely more of this strange activity than there is positive aggression against the enemy. No picture of modern war would be complete without some reference to it. The finest example which I, personally, encountered was at Taranto, on arrival there with part of the Tenth Indian Division, in March, 1944.
I was one of a small party of officers who, for various obscure reasons, had been granted priority passages from Middle East to Italy. In Cairo we were all agitato, as befitted people supposed to be in a hurry and on important business. We wanted to fly, but, after about a week of form-filling, pleading and intriguing, we had been advised, severally, that because of weather and a waiting-list of still higher priorities, it would be better to go by sea. Eventually we left Alexandria on March 23, in a fast trooper, with a battalion of Gurkhas and some other Indian elements, arriving, after an uneventful voyage, live days later.
Mediterranean sunshine had given place to a snowstorm. As we shivered on deck, I felt sorry for the Gurkha sentries, who looked colder than the steel of their drawn kukris. No doubt they were thinking, under their slouch hats, what a pity it was that the sahibs could not fight their incomprehensible, never-ending wars in a reasonable climate.
We amused ourselves, while waiting, by watching two typical British workmen, to whom khaki and foreign surroundings made little difference. They were munching, with slow enjoyment, the contents of two tattered newspaper Thr>n onn of them bn.o-n.n to ren.rl somothirxr on tlipf peace was now only a breathing space in war. I loathed the thought of going away again, yet pressed Skelton hard to be assigned to the Second Front. It was a profound disappointment when he told me, at length, that as only one correspondent could be sent to the Second Front, wherever that was to be, he must ask me to go to Italy. So again came the wrenches of farewell and I set off by a roundabout route to reach Allied Force Headquarters, now shifted from Algiers to Naples.
